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        THE WOLFHOUND FILES

        The Test Drive

        A True Crime Story

    

    
The Missing Woman

        January eleventh, two thousand nineteen. Friday. The day when the holiday tinsel finally falls away, leaving the city gray, cold, and sober. In our department in Berdsk, like everywhere else, this time of year is considered rough. People emerge from their prolonged holidays to discover empty wallets, hungover aggression, or worse — a sudden, terrifying silence where there used to be noise. I sat at my desk, sorting through paperwork left over from the previous shift, listening to the wind chase granular snow across the asphalt outside. I'm fifty-five years old, and I've spent most of my life untangling other people's mistakes, tragedies, and malice. I'm used to the fact that trouble rarely knocks politely. Usually it barges in and knocks the wind out of you.

It was already late, the darkness outside the windows had thickened to pure black, when the duty officer informed me that a citizen was desperate to see me. Not drunk, not disorderly, but in a state that the sergeant described as "on the edge." I told him to let the man through.

A man walked into the office. Early thirties by the look of him, solidly built, but right now he looked like someone had sucked all the air out of him. Shoulders slumped, hands nervously wringing a winter hat, eyes darting around the room unable to find a fixed point. This was Konstantin Sinelnikov. I immediately noted his clothes: neat, but clearly thrown on in a hurry. He wasn't the type who comes in to complain about the neighbors. He smelled of sticky, cold fear.

"Have a seat," I said, pointing to the chair. "I'm listening."

He sat down but didn't relax. His body remained a taut wire.

"My wife," he began, and his voice cracked. "Irina. She's disappeared. She hasn't come home."

I pulled out a blank sheet of paper and a pen. Standard opening. In ninety percent of cases, a "missing wife" turns up at a friend's place where they decided to keep the party going, or worse, in some apartment with near-strangers. But Konstantin's eyes told a different story. There was no shame or anger there — only panic.

"Let's take it from the top," my voice was level, professionally dry. That always helps to cut through the emotion and switch a person over to facts. "Your wife's full name. Year of birth."

"Sinelnikova Irina Vladimirovna," he recited. "She's thirty-four."

"When did you last see her?"

"This morning. January eleventh. Around nine a.m. We live here in Berdsk. She was going to sell the car."

I looked up from the report. Selling a car. That changes things. That introduces a material asset into the equation, and with it — motive.

"What car?" I asked.

"A Peugeot 407. Black."

"License plate?"

Konstantin gave me the number. I wrote it out longhand, recording every digit.

"Tell me everything, Konstantin. Where did she go? Who was she supposed to meet? What do you know about the buyers?"

He drew a deep breath, trying to steady the trembling in his hands.

"She posted an ad online. They called yesterday. Arranged to meet this morning at ten. The meeting was supposed to be in downtown Berdsk, near the bank branch on Lenin Street. She went alone. I was at work, but we were in touch by phone."

"Do you know who called? A man? A woman?"

"Men. Two of them, I think. They wanted to look at the car, take it for a — what do you call it — test drive. Irina is a good driver, confident. The car is registered in her name; she was handling the sale herself."

"When did you realize something was wrong?"

"Around midday," Konstantin swallowed. "I called her at lunch. The phone was off. 'The subscriber is temporarily unavailable.' I figured maybe the battery died, though she always keeps it charged. Called again an hour later — same thing. Then again. Silence. She never turns off her phone, you understand? We have two children. Four years old and ten. Irina is a mother. She can't just vanish without a word. If she'd been held up, she would have called from someone else's phone, sent a message, let us know somehow."

I watched him and understood: he was right. There's a category of people whose disappearance can be chalked up to irresponsibility. Irina Sinelnikova, judging by her husband's description, was not one of them. Mother of two, thirty-four years old, stable life. And the car sale. A black Peugeot 407. Not the most expensive car on the market, but it's worth a solid hundred fifty to two hundred thousand rubles. For some people, that's the price of a human life.

"Describe what she was wearing," I asked, continuing to write.

"A dark jacket, jeans..." he began listing details of her outfit, getting confused and remembering small things. I recorded everything: distinguishing features, scars, jewelry. Gold earrings, a wedding ring. That matters too. If this was a robbery, the criminals might have gone after the gold as well.

"Money?" I asked. "Was she carrying large sums?"

"No, just pocket money. Payment for the car was supposed to be... I don't know exactly how they arranged it, but probably cash or a transfer. But the deal never went through! Or maybe it did... I don't know!"

Hysteria crept into his voice. I gestured for him to calm down.

"We'll sort that out now. Konstantin, listen to me carefully. We're going to accept your statement. I'll set the search in motion. First thing, we'll check traffic accident reports and hospitals. Standard procedure."

I picked up the landline and dialed the traffic police duty desk.

"Hey, it's missing persons. Check today's reports for me. Black Peugeot 407. Plate number..." I dictated the data. "Any accidents? Cars gone off the road? Injured women, thirty to thirty-five?"

Silence on the line for a minute. Konstantin watched me without blinking. His life now depended on what the voice at the other end would say.

"Clear," the traffic cop on duty answered. "No major accidents involving that vehicle. Nobody brought in from the highway to the hospitals. No unidentified bodies in the morgues so far either."

I hung up.

"No information from traffic police or emergency services," I told Konstantin. It was both good news and bad. Good — she wasn't lying in intensive care after a head-on collision. Bad — the uncertainty deepened. If the car wasn't in a ditch, it was somewhere on the move. Or parked.

"What does that mean?" the husband asked.

"It means we're now working on the assumption this is criminal in nature," I didn't soften the language. False hope is the worst enemy. "Either abduction, or unlawful seizure of a vehicle. Or both."

A picture began to form in my mind. Ten a.m. Downtown Berdsk. Busy area. Cameras. If they met there, it should have been caught on lens. Berdsk isn't a huge city, but it's a transit hub. The federal highway R-256, the Chuysky Trakt, runs right alongside. If they got in the car and drove off to check how it handled, they would inevitably have hit some stretch of open road.

"Konstantin, I need you to remember everything she said about the buyers. Names? Where were they from? Any accent?"

"Nothing," he clutched his head in his hands. "Just 'buyers.' Said they wanted to take a look. Seemed like locals. Russian. Ordinary voices."

I tapped my pen on the desk. We had a disappearance along with the vehicle. In cases like these, time works against us at catastrophic speed. Every minute takes the car farther from the starting point.

"Right," I stood up. "Your statement has been accepted. Now you'll go see the detective, he'll take a detailed statement from you and may collect a DNA sample. It's a formality, don't be alarmed. I need her phone number and a call log printout, if you have access to her personal account. If not, we'll request it from the carrier, but that takes time."

"I don't know the password to her account," Konstantin said, lost.

"Then we'll go through official channels."

I called in a young detective named Zhuravlev.

"Andrey, process the citizen. Full package. And urgent request to the cell carrier for billing records on Sinelnikova's number. Last location, incoming and outgoing calls for today. And put out a bulletin to all patrols: Peugeot 407, black, such-and-such plate number. Special attention to exits from the city and the highway toward Novosibirsk and Iskitim."

When they led Konstantin away, I remained in the office alone. My gaze fell on the calendar. January eleventh. Friday.

Thoughts began assembling into a logical chain. A woman sells a car. Meets two men. Disappears. Phone is off.

Theory one: she left on her own. Probability — five percent. Two children, stable family, no preconditions. Ruled out.

Theory two: an accident. Car broke down in the middle of nowhere, phone died, she's freezing. Probability — ten percent. A Peugeot is a reliable car, the highways around here are busy, someone would have stopped.

Theory three: a crime. Target — the vehicle. Probability — eighty-five percent.

OEBPS/nav.xhtml

    
      The Test Drive


      
        		
          Title Page
        


        		
          The Missing Woman
        


        		
          The Digital Trail
        


        		
          The Hunt
        


        		
          The Interrogation
        


        		
          The Crime Scene
        


        		
          The Evidence
        


        		
          The Trial
        


        		
          Epilogue
        


      


    
  

OEBPS/images/cover.png
)

THE TEST DRIVE

THE WOLFHOUND FILES






